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INVITED REGIONAL REPORT

The continued call and future of administrative reform in
the United States
Neil M. Boyd
Management & Organizations Department, Freeman College of Management, Bucknell University,
Lewisburg, PA, United States
ABSTRACT

Administrative reform has been a pervasive topic in public management over the past
140 years, and recent administrations continue to implement various methods of
reform. In the past 25 years, the new public management agenda has dominated
the reform landscape, yet recent conversations in public management suggest that
a public value governance movement is afoot. As the United States faces a potential second term of Donald Trump, it seems logical that new public management
and values-based governance scholarship will continue to inhabit the landscape of
public management research.
KEYWORDS Administrative reform; United States

Administrative reform since the founders
When the Constitution of the United States was drafted in 1787, the President was
granted substantial ‘executive power’ including discretion as Commander-in-Chief of
the armed forces, to convene and adjourn the congress, and to appoint ambassadors,
other public ministers and consuls, judges of the Supreme Court, and all other oﬃcers
of the United States (Collier and Collier 1986). Administrative reform did not emerge
until the late 1800s in the post ‘Jacksonian’ era (Mosher 1975; Wilson 1975), when the
Pendleton Act of 1883 created civil service reform in the federal government (Van
Riper 1958). Patronage and scandalous activity were commonplace, and the ‘civilservice’ act was a step in the right direction for improving hiring based on merit instead
of political aﬃliation (even if it only aﬀected 12 percent of federal employees).
Over the next 140 years, administrative reform continued to be a common topic in
American public management. Wilson’s (1887) seminal paper, The Study of
Administration, introduced that government should be run in a ‘business-like’ fashion,
with professional administrators at the helm of agencies. Theodore Roosevelt supported a strong centralized civil service that in turn should have power to control the
personnel activities of the agencies. William Howard Taft appointed the Commission
on Economy and Eﬃciency in 1910 to analyse the public service and make recommendations for its improvement. In 1937, Franklin Delano Roosevelt charged the
Brownlow Committee with seeing that American democracy can eﬃciently do the
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job required of it (Karl 1979). In 1947, the ﬁrst Hoover Commission proposed
recommendations to decentralize personnel functions, and called for reorganization
of pay and classiﬁcation policies. During the 1960s, ‘rational economic’ policy analysis
and other rational tools (e.g. operations management techniques; planningprogramming-budgeting (PPB); zero-based budgeting (ZBB)) were implemented to
produce eﬃcient and eﬀective public services. Concurrently, social equity and justice
issues came to the fore via younger people entering the public service (especially the
Peace Corps), civil rights laws (especially the Civil Rights Act of 1964), collective
bargaining opportunities (by a Kennedy executive order in 1962), the Salary Reform
Act of 1962, the Equal Pay Act of 1963, and the Pay Comparability Act of 1970. Jimmy
Carter helped usher in the Civil Service Reform Act (CSRA) of 1978, which was the
only major reform to the system in 95 years. The CSRA abolished the Civil Service
Commission, and in eﬀect, created the Oﬃce of Personnel Management, the Federal
Labour Relations Authority, the Merit Systems Protection Board, and it established the
Senior Executive Service that gave the President ﬂexibility in assigning upper level
executives to positions while skirting civil service requirements. The Reagan administration in the 1980s made a major issue of de-emphasizing equal employment opportunity, aﬃrmative action, and they were staunch supporters of personnel reductions.
Along with the rise of ‘devolution’ of federal grants-in-aid to decentralized governments, both state and local governments continued to absorb the responsibility for
staﬃng and managing public service delivery (Wright 1988; Walker 2000; Conlan
1998; O’Toole 1985; Rockefeller Institute 1996). During the 1990s, the ‘reinvention’
techniques of total quality management (TQM), process reengineering, privatization,
and sub-contracting of work were common catalysts for change (Osborne and Gaebler
1992). Bill Clinton assigned Vice President Al Gore the responsibility of chairing the
National Performance Review (NPR), which studied the reinvention of government
and ‘cutting red tape.’ By the mid-1990s, public administration scholars were calling
for the use of ‘new public management’ techniques that relied on market-based
economic rationales (especially privatization) to increase competition in public service
delivery. During the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations, enhanced
shared services and public-private sector cooperation were popular. Major reform and
reorganization eﬀorts occurred in response to mission challenges experienced after 9/
11 in the ﬁght against terrorism, and operational, communication, and organizational
alignment challenges, which resulted in the creation of the Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) and the Oﬃce of the Director of National Intelligence. Obama also
fervently pushed for streamlining procurement, e-government services, open data and
analytics, and embedding innovation into the agencies.

Entering the Trump era
As the 2016 election was heating up, a Pew Research Centre report indicated that the
key issues on the minds of voters included the economy (84%) and terrorism (80%). In
addition, foreign policy (75% very important), health care (74%), gun policy (72%)
immigration (70%), and Supreme Court appointments (65%) were important issues on
the minds of voters. About as many (63%) said the issue of how racial and ethnic
minorities are treated will be very important to their vote. As Light (2019) recently
articulated, Americans favour federal action to strengthen the economy, prevent
terrorism, guarantee safe food and drugs, and rebuild the nation’s roads and bridges,
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but they also worry that the federal government can’t honour its promises. In other
words, many Americans are sceptical that the federal government can do anything
productive. In fact, Donald Trump has capitalized on this sentiment by criticizing
federal employees and appointees that undermine him, promoting conspiracy theories,
promising to drain the swamp, and fuelled distrust of government in rallies, speeches,
and on twitter. Light (2019) notes, ‘for now, Republicans do give Trump some credit
for better government. The percent of Republicans who gave the federal government
an excellent or good rating running its programmes rose from just 8% under Obama in
2015 to 24% under Trump in October 2018, while the percentage of Democrats who
gave the government an excellent or good rating dropped from 37% to 26% during the
same period.’ While administrative reform has tended to be a benign campaign issue
for most of American political history, President Trump has succeeded in using reform
as a discourse for political beneﬁt.
This year, the Trump administration crafted a reform agenda, Delivering Government
Solutions in the 21st Century: Reform Plan and Reorganization Recommendations. The
report proposes a series of sweeping reforms across the entirety of the federal government. It notes that, “Government in the 21st Century is fundamentally a services
business, and modern information technology should be at the heart of the U.S.
Government service delivery model. The report outlines the Administration’s analysis
and recommendations for structural realignment of the Executive Branch to better serve
the mission, service, and stewardship needs of the American people. Executive branch
agencies submitted reform ideas beginning in 2017, and agencies worked with Oﬃce of
Management and Budget (OMB) to reﬁne the ideas, and submitted reform proposals to
the OMB as a part of their Fiscal Year (FY) 2019 Budget requests.
The main tenets of the reform proposals include:
Mission
The ﬁrst principle of organizational reform in the 21st Century is to start with the
mission. Speciﬁc reforms must ensure that Government activities are rooted in the
missions that the American people, through their elected oﬃcials, require. Within
these mission areas – from national security to infrastructure to food and water safety –
Government must have clear and aligned structures that allow Federal programmes,
staﬀ, and agencies to deliver the outcomes the public expects.
Service
Understanding the customer or stakeholder needs in the 21st Century is critical to
understanding how to realign the organizational model. In many cases, outmoded
assumptions about customer and stakeholder needs have distracted from core mission, hindered outcomes, and fallen out of step with customer expectations. Federal
customers – ranging from small businesses seeking loans, to families receiving
disaster support, to veterans expecting proper beneﬁts and medical care – deserve
a customer experience that compares to or exceeds that of leading private-sector
organizations, which most Federal services lag behind. The Executive Branch must
develop capabilities to better facilitate end-to-end customer experiences that cross
agency boundaries, and create faster, more convenient, and more cost-eﬀective
interactions.
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Stewardship
Eﬀective stewardship of taxpayer funds is a crucial responsibility of the Federal
Government, from preventing fraud to maximizing impact. Taxpayer dollars must
go to eﬀective programmes that produce results eﬃciently. For example, Government
too often recreates similar administrative functions across programmes and agencies,
failing to take advantage of opportunities for shared services, centres of excellence, or
other arrangements that leverage the highest-performing organizations and free up
resources to focus on mission. Using data-driven methods, Government must
shrewdly consider how structural alignment can best support eﬃcient and eﬀective
use of taxpayer dollars.
The report clearly shows that Donald Trump (a self-proclaimed business and
ﬁnancial genius) wants to import private-sector techniques to the federal service.
Citing studies by McKinsey and the Boston Consulting Group, the report says that
enhancing customer experience is crucial, and it should be achieved through restructuring, cross-agency mission alignment, big data, and eﬃcient use of taxpayer
resources. Three key drivers of reform include (1) Information Technology
Modernization, (2) Data, Accountability, and Transparency, and (3) People and the
Workforce of the Future. Each of these will be required to achieve what Michelle from
Delaware is quoted as saying, ‘Let President Trump reorganize the government like
a business.’

A parallel universe: future challenges in U.S. public administration
While it is clear that business acumen and biting political narratives are central to the
Trump administration as reform modalities, it is diﬃcult to know if these methods will
endure into the 2020s, especially with a Presidential election on the horizon in the fall
of this year. However, in a parallel universe to the Presidential administration, scholars
and practitioners of the National Academy of Public Administration (a prominent
organization that helps government leaders solve their most critical management
challenges), recently designed a series of ‘grand challenges’ for U.S. public administration in the next decade (see Table 1). Some of the challenges align with the Trump
administration including modernizing the public service, developing new approaches
to public governance, advancing national interests in a changing global context,
advancing ﬁscal health, and making government AI ready. However, several challenges
are clearly not part of President Trump’s political agenda (e.g. electoral integrity,
fostering social equity, stewardship natural resources and address climate change),
and will likely face headwinds for the duration of the Trump presidency.

Implications for public management theory and research
So what does all of this mean for the next decade of public management scholarship? In
short, plenty! First, New Public Management and private sector logics are not dead.
Over the past 25 years, scholarship exploded in the domain of new public management,
and that trend will likely continue. For example, information technology, artiﬁcial
intelligence, and big data are here to stay. Mobile platforms, voice recognition, smart
systems, autonomous driving, and data analytics will be important areas for future
public management research, but so will the issues of staﬃng, job safety, the changing
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Table 1. The grand challenges of public administration in the U.S.
Ensure Electoral Integrity and Enhance Voter Participation
The U.S. election system is highly decentralized. Public agencies and administrators have critical roles to play
in ensuring fair and safe elections. In most cases, the nation’s counties are responsible for actually running
our elections. Decentralization and lack of standardization create a number of challenges, but this structure
can be a strength from a security perspective.
Modernize and Reinvigorate the Public Service
As governments are increasingly called upon to address complex and interconnected ‘wicked problems,’ their
need for leaders, managers, technical experts, and front-line workers in the right jobs with the right skills at
the right time has never been greater.
Develop New Approaches to Public Governance and Engagement
In the 21st Century, no signiﬁcant public problem ﬁts entirely within one government agency, or even one
level of government, and our federal system presupposes that all levels of government have an important
role to play in the democratic process. Eﬀective problem solving usually requires federal, state, and local
governments to work successfully together, and often with the private and non-proﬁt sectors.
Advancing National Interests in a Changing Global Context
Even as public administration and policy issues cross national boundaries more than ever, many Americans
and citizens of allied countries are questioning the value of global engagement. Many people are
concerned that globalization has negatively impacted their lives and reduced their nation-state’s ability to
provide protection and promote the general welfare. In this context, many of today’s international
institutions – established in the aftermath of World War II, before most of the world’s population was
born – are under signiﬁcant stress. Given that major global issues cannot be addressed without eﬀective
international collaboration, many international institutions may need to be reformed and modernized.
Fostering Social Equity
Social equity – a key pillar of public administration alongside economy, eﬃciency, and eﬀectiveness –
addresses fairness, justice, and equity within a variety of public contexts. Although the United States has
made signiﬁcant progress in expanding access to opportunities to more of the nation’s citizens and
residents, we continue to struggle with ensuring the equitable design and implementation of public
policies and programmes that reduce or eliminate disparities, discrimination, and marginalization.
Connecting Individuals to Meaningful Work
Humans have an innate quest for meaning. Our jobs and our work are a principal means for fulﬁling that
need – they have both instrumental and intrinsic value. Instrumentally, work provides the means by which
we make a living and support our families. Work also has important implications for one’s personal identity,
with much of our self-esteem deriving from it. When the work is perceived as meaningful, people have
a sense of fulﬁlment and purpose that not only strengthens their psychological welfare, but also
contributes to other aspects of life and to an individual’s overall life purpose.
Build Resilient Communities
Across the nation, America needs resilient communities with the capacity to respond to, withstand, and
recover from adverse situations. Such communities are able to bounce back from disruptions while
providing a high quality of life for all residents. Resilient communities are able to address natural hazard
preparedness, mitigation, and response needs, but, as the term is used here, it refers to the whole panoply
of potential and actual stresses facing communities.
Advance Fiscal Health
The pressure of long-term structural ﬁscal trends at all levels of government makes it more diﬃcult to invest in
the future. For example, many Americans are concerned about the nation’s infrastructure backlog
(estimated at about 2 USD trillion), which reduces our quality of life and hinders our ability to thrive in
a global economy. Similarly, many Americans support additional investments in education (such as
universal pre-K and free community college) and healthcare (such as insurance expansion). With a larger
portion of government budgets going to interest payments on previously accumulated debts and legacy
entitlement programmes, it will be more diﬃcult to ﬁnd the resources needed to meet future needs.
Steward Natural Resources & Address Climate Change
As the nation’s industry and population grows, it is critical that the public, non-proﬁt, and private sectors
eﬀectively steward natural resources and protect the environment for ourselves and future generations.
America’s natural resources – including our public lands – are a rich heritage that have made enormous
contributions to our economy, health, environment, and society.
Create Modern Water Systems for Safe and Sustainable Use
Climate change, ageing infrastructure, and dated governance and management structures have combined to
undermine the safety and sustainability of America’s water systems. In recent years, many parts of the
country have experienced drought, leading states to limit the amount of water that can be used for
agricultural purposes. For example, New Mexico’s demand takes more than 80 percent of the largely arid
state’s annual supply. Although that leaves 20 percent, such a narrow margin means that the state may not
be able to withstand an extended drought or address an increase in demand from population or industry
growth.
(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued).
Ensure Data Security and Individual Privacy
In the digital age, the American people knowingly and unknowingly produce huge amounts of data on a daily
basis, and governments at all levels increasingly rely on digital systems to manage their internal operations
and deliver public services. Through widespread e-commerce, ubiquitous GPS maps, and regular social
media interactions, the public transmits their sensitive ﬁnancial, health, and other personal information
through online platforms.
Make Government AI Ready
Artiﬁcial Intelligence (AI) allows computerized systems to perform tasks traditionally requiring human
intelligence: analytics, decision support, visual perception, and foreign language translation. AI and
Robotics Process Automation (RPA) have the potential to spur economic growth, enhance national security,
and improve the quality of life. In a world of ‘Big Data’ and ‘Thick Data,’ AI tools can process huge amounts
of data in seconds, automating tasks that would take days or longer for human beings to perform.

nature of work, and consumer protection and data privacy that occurs as a function of
these growing technologies (Agarwal 2018). Finally, technology-based research may
hold one of the keys to solving election integrity problems that have plagued online
platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, and may help signiﬁcantly in the ﬁght
against terrorism and in gun policy.
Modernizing the public workforce and people issues at work will continue to gain
prominence. We will need research that helps us understand how to build a skilled
workforce with an eye on strategies of how to adapt to new skills and jobs needed in the
future. Research on the design of new human capital systems that are consistent with
merit-system principles (including modernizing policies and practices for recruitment,
retention, training, and development) will be needed (Lim, Wang, and Lee 2017), as
well as research on how to design undergraduate, MPA and MBA programmes to meet
future work demands (Holmes 2012; Sabharwal, Hijal-Moghrabi, and Royster 2014).
Research on public service motivation, and ‘other regarding’ constructs like a sense of
community responsibility, altruism, and prosocial motivation will be needed in order
to help us recruit and retain employees who are fervent actors to help citizens (Boyd
and Nowell 2020; Piatak and Holt 2019). Also, continued growth in behavioural public
management will be needed to help develop organizational contexts where employees
can thrive while delivering on important public missions (Grimmelikhuijsen et al.
2017).
At the same time, debates about citizens versus customers, and the uniqueness of
the public sector and its political processes will continue. Continuing robust research
on where, when, and how management action and process is transferable across
sectoral boundaries will continue. Co-production, stakeholder management, and
a variety of core public management topics will likely stay in our foresight on this
front. We appear to be in the midst of a shift in administrative reform scholarship in
what Bryson, Crosby, and Bloomberg (2014) term ‘public value governance,’ and it has
emerged as a counter-movement to the growth of new public management. Denhardt
and Denhardt’s The New Public Service (2011) is probably the best known early
manifestation in the public value literature, and Van der Wal, Nabatchi, and de
Graaf (2015) note that public values research may well be one of the ﬁeld’s most
important current themes. Public value governance research is growing, and it includes
an emphasis on public value and values, a recognition that government has a special
role in the administration of public values, a belief that American public administration is to serve the public, and an emphasis on citizenship and democratic collaborative
governance. Public value governance scholarship still contains vague deﬁnitions,
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constructs, measures, and a need for more rigorous empirical studies, and we should
expect to see reﬁnement in these areas over the next decade.
U.S. citizen concerns about Trump administration policy align with public value
governance scholarship, and in parallel, we are seeing the emergence of research in
reform areas related to social equity, and diversity and inclusion, in a variety of
domains. For example, public management researchers are developing agendas that
help us understand how to include a social equity lens in public management and in
policymaking, and how to speciﬁcally address social equity issues in speciﬁc content
areas like immigration, health care, aﬀordable housing, criminal justice, education, and
access to technology (Blessett, 2018). Moreover, climate change and stewardship of
natural resources is a critical issue for public management scholars, even in the face of
what some characterize as an anti-environment Trump administration. Research is
growing in ecosystem impacts of human health in policymaking and administration,
improving the management of public lands, mitigating and adapting to climate change
and extreme weather events, protecting marine/animal life, and ecology (Biesbroek,
Peters, and Tosun 2018). Research is burgeoning in clean energy development and
utilization, and identifying improvements to regulatory frameworks, policies, and
policy implementation. In short, we should expect public administration scholars to
study ‘wicked problems’ and values-based governance, regardless of Presidential
administrations that might promote new public management narratives.
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